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Reflexive Modernization and Politics: 
The Reinvention of the Political by Ulrich Beck
SAKAMAKI, Hideaki
 This paper will show why Ulrich Beck thinks that the political needs to be rein-
vented. According to Beck, recent political instability has been caused by reflexive modern-
ization, which he thinks of as the modernization of modernization. It is reflexive because 
changes brought about by modernization lead to further modernization.
            In his opinion, democracy in modern industrial societies was half modern in two 
respects. First, other than by voting, citizens had no opportunity to participate in the 
political decision-making process. Second, there was no need to control the economy and 
scientific advance democratically, as these activities were still in the early stages and not a 
threat to society. Nowadays, however, we see people trying to change society directly by us-
ing their own powers, not via parliament. In addition, the economy and scientific advances 
bring new products that could change society entirely. We are facing a new situation, not 
presupposed by official political undertakings. Beck summarized these “political” activities 
outside the existing political institutions as subpolitics. What we need now, he thinks, is 
the reinvention of the political.
              As an example of his new political theory, his analysis of the consumer movement 
is compared with traditional theory. While the traditional theory holds that problems of 
consumption must be solved in the realms of politics, Beck thinks that they must be solved 
through the democratization of the economy. A democratic mechanism should be installed 
in the economic system, making the economy a sub-public arena.
               According to Beck, there is no one simple answer in the era of reflexive moderniza-
tion and we should leave the ideal of the political center behind. Instead, he proposes a new 
form of politics, one that facilitates democracy in every social sphere and enables mutual 
control.
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